Activity 5

The Fugitive Slave Law of 1850

In 1850, the government passed the Fugitive Slave Law. This law was hated by abolitionists
throughout the country. This law allowed slave catchers to come up to the northern free
states, such as Massachusetts, and capture people that ran away from slavery. The law
also made it illegal to help people escaping slavery. If you were caught helping runaways,
the fine was $1,000 and six months in prison. Because no proof was needed by the slave
catchers and people that were caught could not defend themselves in court, even free African
Americans ran the risk of being captured and brought into slavery. Because of these risks,
the abolitionists of Boston posted this sign throughout the city.

CAUTION!!
COLORED PEOPLE

OF BOSTON, ONE & ALL,

You are hereby respectfally CAUTIONED and
advised, to avold conversing with the

Watchmen and Police Officers
of Boston,

For since the recent ORDER OF THE MAYOR &
ALDERMEN, they are empowered Lo acl as

KIDNAPPERS
Slave Catchers,

Keep a Sharp Look Out for
KIDNAPPERS, and have
TOP EYE open.

APRIL 34, 1851

Carefully look at the sign then answer
the following questions.

1. If you lived in 1850s Boston, how
do you think you may have felt if you
saw this sign hanging up around your
neighborhood? Why?

2. The last line of the poster says
“have TOP EYE open.” What do you
think this expression means?




